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Paula Rego says she has “a female
story’ to tell in her paintings
— but what happened to her to
make it such a puzzling
and uncomfortable tale?

wanted recognition, but I
bours an extraordi- didn'tthink I deservedit.”
nary ambition. She As we talk, the painting
wants her pictures that will become the signa-
to look as if they ture piece of her next exhibi-

have been painted by anyone tion, The Avenging Angel, sits

other than herself. “I hate it on an easel watching over us.
when people recognise my Dressed in a golden skirt and
work. If only I could do some- black bodice, the angel bran-
thing that didn’t look as if it dishes a Sword in one hand

!‘qas beendonebyme..."” and asponge in the other. It is

. Yet the more she tries to bizarre and arresting, an
paint herself out of her pic- image that stays in your mind
tures, the more firmly long after you have left the
ﬁntrenched she becomes. studio.

“There’s always somethingin  Paula Rego herself is not a
there that is, of course, you. woman you could easily for-

Soqlghow it has your stamp, get. She is extraordinary and

y@hrhandw.nt_mg{' unfathomable, with an inten-

"jl‘Ne are sitting in her large sity that makes her quite dis-

Cdmden studio in north concerting— she has a way of

London, su ded the appraising you, looking you

ures-s s prepared for up and «down both literally
er’ six-week exhib at and ivel
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i ! that makes
Dulwich Picture Gallery, you féel distinctly uncomfort-
wﬁich opens on June 17. able. But she is also very dis-
S?dly for her, the paintings — arming, dissolving into
costume dramas based wonderful, childlike giggles
loosely on Portuguese litera- at frequent intervals,
ture — could not have been ~ She maintains that all her

| vted.byanyoneexcepther. flamboyance is confined to

I!;- here is that same strange her canvases. *‘I am not

“energy which characterises adventurous at all. The only

* all her work — each picture is  adventures I have are in here

' dpuzzle, managing to be both [she waves a hand in the
surreal and_yet a study in direction of her paintings].
human emotion. It is useless I'm too frightened to be

ly on Rego herself adventurous in real life; it’s

interpretation. “I for- not a good idea anyway
tlnlxg'aqbytpem, sol because you can get into
es.” She guffaws dreadful trouble. You can get
__into trouble in_ pictures as

ic- well but that's different

ng of dis- because jou can always say

1 pire. In The ‘It’s onlyapicture.’”

aman— an unusual sub-  So shetries to live as “‘nor-

for Rego, who concen- mal” alife as possible, trun-
is dling into her studio on the

d on his bed, his limbs  Number 24 bus from her

ed and his face a pic- home in Hampstead every

th'ﬂ} A_stg;uette of day. “If you live quietly, with

m[:a underhis a routine, you can put your

another, The Coop, a _enterg)' and your imagination

ke 8 into your pictures. ..

'{ﬁ!(-ha_ued_ stocky waste a Iatpo! energy being

look dreamily out, unconventional or behaving

them with a voodoo outrageously."”
lap. “A little witch- i

EraD, witch- - Rego laughs again, reveal-

ere and there doesn't ing a crooked array of teeth.

0 amiss,"” says Rego, by way ~ At63, she is a striking wom:
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to expose an inch

tive artists, Boj
to

the arm of the chair
whites of her knuck-
Describing how she

D without her

itable. I worked very hard at
it. I wanted him.”

She returned to Portugal
pregnant. One of her most
famous paintings, Pregnant
Rabbit telling her Parents,
depicts a humanoid rabbit
telling a cat-mother and dog-
father about her situation.
““That’s autobiographical.”
Why is she a rabbit?
“Because rabbits get preg:
nant all the time, don't they?"’
She laughs, uproariously.

* In fact, her parents took the

.ws in their stride and
oleheartedly supported
her. Vic followed her out to
Portugal; they married in
1959 and had two more chil-
dren. The diagnosis of his dis-
ease in 1968, following
abruptly on the heels of her
beloved father's death, bad a
very negative impaClIOn
Rego's work. “'From the late
1960s until 1979 I did 2 lot of
bad rubbish; my pictures
became very acaden'nl.'.'“ all
coincided with sterility in my

"
liness Vic-

encourage
n stil]
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animals in my Pﬂaur‘tﬁ“gsi d
company and supp!
O eeurage. But it is very dit
ficult now. I have t de
and I can't rely on anyberh,
try to do what I wanti X o
the only thing [ have to 0 7,

i Those close to her :r itk

has changed since
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¢ We were
brought up to
think of man as
somehow
dangerous.
You never
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at men —you
averted your
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your arse ]

Avoiding trouble ‘The only adventures | have are in here. I'm too frightened to be adventurous in real life’

works as her principal model,
says that Rego is more self-
assured: “She has gained a lot
of lcfonfidence and trusts her-
self more now tha

doesn’t have that sul:lpo:'t.‘s'l‘le

Yet throughout her life
Rego has been subject to peri-
ods of deep depression. “I am
a manic depressive, I have
this cycle — the black dog
comes to me and I feel like
death, I can hold it at bay if I
am working tremendously
hard, but if I finish a series of
pictures, then it engulfs me.”

Jungian analysis helps her
pull through at such times.
“It gives you the strength you
negd and you're less afraid of
being you."

A clue to Rego's fears and
demons lies in her upbring-
ing. Pon‘ugal in the Thirties
and Forties was an unhappy
place, stifled under a military
dictatorship and a repressiye
Roman Catholic Church,
What had the strongest
Impact on Rego was the sup-
pression of women, a memory
that still makes her tingle
wnl? rage: “They were Vic-
;onan values. We were

Tought up to think of man as
Yemg somehow dangerous
m(::‘:-. never looked closely ai

1 — you averted your e:
untj JE
arsel‘_'they grabbed for your

Paula, an only chil
ila, : d, w;
}):l;ni ll; Llnlsebm; zoha well—to-gz
1ly; her father was
::loltlll:eer and her beautifauxi
S er had trained as a
I ;l:. l?s atoddler, she was
T ith her grandparents
D elderly aunt while her

parents moved to England
where her father completed
his training.

For the next year and a half,
she alternated weeks
between the grandparents,
who doted on her, and the
aunt, whom she remembers
as austere and depressive.
Paula became very shy and
withdrawn and for many
years found it hard to mix
with other children. “I was
afraid of them. The play-
ground was a terrifying place:
there was a child who wanted
to take my eyes out with scis-
sors. I didn't like meeting
people..."”

She still finds social situa-
tions difficult and hates din-
ner parties. ‘“You have to talk

5 [ g7 oxlly
— Paula Rego preparing for her new exhibition

man’s face

SYEVVEFYE The few men scattered
| through Rego's work are usu-
ally tiny figures, frivolous and
useless, And yet Rego has
always been surrounded by
men whom she has admired
and adored: her grandfather,
her father, her husband and
her son. So why does she not
revere such men In her
ainting? S
P T dog," she says. ‘‘They're
in the women. I mean the
good men are what make the
women so terrific.”

She admits that she can be
excruciatingly embarrassed
by her work. “You have to
risk making a complete ass of
yourself. You have to face
whatever it is you are afraid
of, but it gives me a sense of
unease having all that show-
ing.”

gYn':l when she is involved in
the painting, she forgets her-
self and lets the picture itself
dictate the action: “You have
actually to give the picture its
head. It begins to have its
own life and you are dying to
see what happens at the end.”

At such times the most
bizarre objects provide her
with inspiration. When she
was finishing In the Wilder-
ness, a picture of a woman
cast out and clasping her
hands in supplication, she
realised that she needed
something extra. Her eyes
fell on a pink sponge pig
among the myriad of strange
objects she collects on her
desk. “'It was just the right
thing. Everything eventually
has its place. Even this lava-
tory,” she says, picking up a
miniature lavatory that she

bought at a sample show in

Portugal.

LTHOUGH she is
immensely sensi-

tive to artistic crit-

icism of her work,

Rego does not

mind controversy. Last year
Mary Whitehouse called for
the closure of one of her
shows due to the “‘bestiality”
of the subject matter. ‘‘Mary
Whitehouse does not count,”
says Rego dismissively. And
at one of her early exhibitions
in Portugal, a woman angrily
said to her: ‘“You must be a

slut to paint these pictures.”
*It makes you feel joyful to
hear things like that,” she
says today. “‘It was one of my
early collages. There were a
lot of sexual organs and bits
all cut up and floatingraround
with wings. She thought it

Lt nicci

with people. I don’t mind the
small talk — that’s quite a
relief, really. But it’s when
people start discussing
things.” She twists her hands
in frustration.

Does she prefer to commu-
nicate through painting?
“You don’t have to communi-
cate at all, you know.” She
repeats this a couple of times,
sinking into asort of reverie.

But she does communicate
through her work. Above all,
she is celebrating the Portu-
guese women who peopled
her childhood: solid, stoic fig-
ures, strong and capable yet
effectively mute. I have a
story to tell which is a female
story. I do believe there is
sucha thing.""

was obscene, which of course
it was. It's what I wanted.”

She has often said that she
paints ‘‘to give fear a face'.
Stories, for Rego, are the only
way of imposing order on the
chaos that threatens to engulf
her. “‘Stories are a way of
making sense of things. 1
want people to look at my pic-
tures and to be absolutely
gripped by a sense of expecta-
tion about what is going to
happen next.”

The paradox is, of course,
that unlike a story written
with words, there is no next
page. You never do find out
what happens next. The
painting, like the artist her-
self, remains an enigma.



